
Last issue’s “C” Note Quote winner is...

We are a Product of the Books 
we Read and the People we Meet

One of the beauties of our consulting 
business is that we get to work with 80-85 CEOs 
every year. From the $1.0 million start-up to the 
$20 billion publicly-traded company. 

Along the way, we see, hear, read, and 
experience some fascinating, thought-provoking 
ideas. In the past 120 days, for instance:
•  Above the Line, Urban Meyer’s new book: 

“29 seconds. What wins games is not 
coming up with the right rah-rah speech 
before a game; it’s the months and months 
of getting your players’ minds right and their 
bodies’ right. My speech (before our National 
Championship victory) lasted 29 seconds.”

•  STRETCH Expedition – Cuba, from a 
cemetery guide in Havana, speaking about 
President Obama’s visit: “Anything that brings 
friendship is positive and good. We’re fighting 
all over the world, and we don’t need to be 
doing that.”

•  Berkshire Hathaway Shareholders Meeting, 
from Warren Buffett: “You get into squabbles 

on small things, and then egos get involved, 
and discussions break down. Negotiations that 
drag out tend to cause things to get in the way. 
Don’t try to win every point.”

In the spirit of championship performance, 
friendship, and negotiations, we’re devoting 
this issue of our newsletter to M&A (merger and 
acquisition) learnings from recent client work. 
We’re currently working with fourteen merger/
acquisition client projects, with lots of exciting 
discussions bubbling up every day.

Enjoy this issue, and have a wonderful 
results-filled 3Q.

Keep reading new books. Keep meeting  
new people.

Jeff Prouty
jeff.prouty@proutyproject.com 

Lyn Snell, Lyn Snell & Associates

Lyn knew that Daniel Wordsworth, President 
and CEO, American Refuge Committee 
said the following: “There’s no formula for 
successful co-creation. Each is different. 
We’ve found that something incredible will 
result as long as we begin the journey with 
amazing people, agree on a destination, and 
move together towards it transparently and 
open to possibility.”

Congratulations, Lyn!  
Lyn says, “I will be going 
on vacation in July, and 
plan to use the gift card 
for an event or activity on 
the trip.”

“C” NOTE QUOTE:
“You have to think of your career the way you look at the ocean, deciding which 
wave you’re gonna take and which waves you’re not gonna take. Some of the 
waves are going to be big, some are gonna be small, sometimes the sea is going 
to be calm. Your career is not going to be one steady march upward to glory. 
And its not going to be what you think it is. No matter what your plans are for 
yourself, it’ll end up being different from what you anticipated.”

Know the quote?
If you know who said this quote, please send an email to: melissa.gennert@proutyproject.com 
or call 952.942.2922 by Monday, August 1; one guess per person. If we have more than one 
correct answer, we throw those names into a hat and draw the winner of a $100 gift card.

Lyn Snell
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In March of 2016, twenty-six 
adventurous spirits traveled 
to Havana, Cuba to reach the 
hand of friendship across the 
water and across the decades 
of detachment and embargo. 
We are all still sorting out the 
impressions, images, and 
insights we discovered in our 
short time of family homestays, 
community language, and 
mural painting projects. Putting 
all politics aside, we were 
welcomed into a rich culture 
of food, music, dance, and a 
complex community of people 
caring for us and each other. 

Crossing Cultures in  
Turbulent Times
by: Peter Bailey  •  peter.bailey@proutyproject.com

Dear Cuba and your people: We wish you well –  
we will never forget our time in your arms.

The National Hotel, built in 1930

One of the murals we painted with a local artist

Excerpts from  
the 2016 Stretch 
Expedition Journal:

“I cannot say enough about 
it; it is a nation that has aged 
under a hope that was never 
realized. Now it is at the cusp 
of change, the old guard has 
reached the end of its life; an 
old enemy reaches out from 
across the sea. What is Cuba to 
do? I see both the excitement 
and apprehension; a sign of  
the times.” 
 – Milo Cumaranatunge

“Thank you, Cuba, for your 
perseverance, your strength, 
your outlook in front of you and 
towards the sea, I come home 
with riches I will never find in 
my own backyard.” 
– Tanya Bailey

“My heart has been stirred 
by the people of our week’s 
expedition. I will go home with 
love for our host Maria, deep 
appreciation for our leaders; 
Luis, Cedric, and Peter, and 
respect for the Cubanos that 
live in scarcity of “stuff” but 
abundance in culture that 
lives through revolutions and 
economic changes.” 
 – Steve Coleman

“Congas are the beat of my 
heart, and my feet start – there 
is no separation point from the 
trumpet to the claves, the throat 
expands, I sing the notes of my 
neighbors. Our song meets on 
the bridge of rhythm.” 
 – Rebecca Surmont

“Loved this trip and meeting 
everyone. I’m terrible with 
goodbyes but will think of 
everyone for years to come. 
Feliz vieja.”  
– Jennifer Soun Lee

“Cuba: Complicated. Complex. 
Restoration. Vibrant. Bustling. 
Colorful. Historical. Political. 
Warm. Friendly. Cautious. 
Changing. Independent. 
Nationalistic. Proud. Humble. 
Hopeful. Possibilities.” 
– Winnie Klick Steffenson

“Coming from a culture 
that focuses constantly on 
improvement, I am struck by 
the community motivation of 
these people. They seem driven 
by each other and a love for 
family. Their love of advancing 
the community as a whole 
seems to me to be the brightest 
light for Cuba.” 
– Dan Rowe

“Today I remembered that 
humans have this amazing 
ability to forge connections 
even when the ability to 
communicate is limited.”  
– Kathryn Wyatt

2016 Stretch Expedition Team

USA and CUBA flags together

“
”

Cuba is the morning light on el Malecon, a walkway 
of reflection; the wide metaphoric wall between 
racing taxis and lovers staring out at the surrounding 
sea, dreaming of their future.
—Peter Bailey



 by: Mike Felmlee

mike.felmlee@
proutyproject.com

Lessons from 
the Trenches:   
One CEO’s 
Playbook for 
Successful M&A

 by: Andrea West

andrea.west@
proutyproject.com

We’ve been hearing a lot about 
M&A. More companies today 
seem to be searching for the Pixar 
to their Disney – the deal that will 
give them the competitive edge 
necessary to ride off into the 
sunset in a true 1+1 = 3 scenario.

In reality, not all mergers or 
acquisitions lead to fairytale 
endings. Most studies put the 
failure rate between 70 and 90 
percent. While successful M&A 
is complex, contextual, and 
somewhat enigmatic, we do know 
it begins with steps taken before 
ever getting to the negotiation 
table. Regardless of whether 
you are a consolidator or a 
consolidatee, here are some best 
practices to consider to get the 
most out of your due diligence. 
Know Thyself

Before starting any M&A 
process, it can be helpful to 
identify the non-negotiables – 
those parts of the company that 
must endure regardless of any 
strategic opportunities that could 
present themselves. 

According to James Collins 
and Jerry Porras’ Harvard 
Business Review article, “Building 
Your Company’s Vision,” it is 
more important to know who you 
are than where you are going. 
Your strategies will change as 
the context in which you operate 
changes, but your core ideology 
(your enduring values and 
fundamental reason for being), 
should remain a source of lasting 
guidance. It should serve as the 
glue that holds an organization 
together as it grows or diversifies. 

Deeply understanding and 
guarding your core values and 
core purpose can provide a 
benchmark to help you identify a 
likeminded organization. This can 
be an indispensable first step to 
mitigating the all-too-common 
pitfall of a cultural mismatch down 
the road. 

Be Realistic About Strategic 
Possibilities 

Rarely can a merger or 
acquisition solve the problems 
created by a declining market 
or deficient brand value. And, in 
some cases, M&A can create a 
distraction for addressing such 
threats. Take the union of media 

giants AOL and Time Warner, 
for instance. While on paper it 
seemed to be a perfect match, 
greater challenges were afoot. 
Apart from reported culture 
clashes, the companies were 
also facing the decline in dial-up 
internet and the bursting dot-com 
bubble – industry forces that size 
or combined resources alone 
could not easily combat.

Similarly, when Kmart 
merged with Sears in 2005, both 
companies were losing ground to 
big box competitors and high-end 
department stores. Individually, 
they struggled to carve out strong 
brand value in their marketplace. 
That proved to be a cancer that 
their newly formed union could 
not cure. 

Taking a realistic view of your 
market position is an important 
step to recognizing the true value 
of any strategic possibilities 
presented through M&A. 

Identify Your Potential 
Shared Vision Early

Most business scholars agree 
that one of the most important 
steps to successful integration is 
creating a shared vision for the 
newly formed company. M&A 
can create strategic possibilities 
that were never available before, 
and defining an exciting and 
compelling vision can serve to 
energize and align the newly 
formed team to think more about 
“we” instead of “us versus them.” 
It provides the newly formed 
company a guiding road map to 
ensure everyone is on the same 
page. 

Brainstorming possibilities for 
this shared vision, however, can 
begin early in the process, before 
considerations of a letter of intent 
even enter the picture. Just as in 
dating before marriage, identifying 
commonalities about your 
envisioned future – where you 
ultimately want to live, whether 
you want to expand your family, 
what you want to create together 
– diminishes the possibility 
of surprising and potentially 
insurmountable differences down 
the road. And it makes creating 
the shared vision easier when 
the marriage does, in fact, come 
to be.

“

DLR Group is unique in that it is a 100% 
employee-owned firm with a distinct 
leadership culture. Using organic-growth, 
strategic-growth, and acquisition strategies, 
DLR Group has created record revenue, 
EBITDA, and stock value in the past 5 years. 
Yet despite this rapid expansion, the ESOP 
has managed to carefully guard its culture, 
strengthen its brand, and remain committed 
to design excellence and sustainability.

We recently caught up with Griff to talk 
about his lessons learned while steering the 
DLR Group acquisition strategy.  
Here’s what he had to say:

”
It is more 
important to 
know who you 
are than where 
you are going. 
— James Collins and  

Jerry Porras 
Building Your  
Company’s Vision

Griff 
Davenport

Did you know that multiple thin strips of 
wood glued together are stronger and more 
stable than a single wood panel of the same 
width? For instance, gluing six 3-foot lengths of 
1 X 3 lumber creates a final product less prone 
to cupping, twisting, and bowing than a single 
18-inch wide panel of the same length. An 
interesting truth that has stuck in my mind for 
several years following a conversation with my 
brother-in-law, a master craftsman specializing 
in custom designed handmade furniture and 
cabinetry. 

Over the years I’ve used the analogy 
countless times to help individuals and teams 
understand that two entities can combine to be 
stronger than either one could be on its own. 
There is an important caveat however. Success 
is dependent upon the glue.

So what is the glue in merging two cultures?  
The first question to ask yourself, “do the two 
existing cultures compliment or contradict 
each other?” The answer to this question 
will significantly impact your approach to the 
change management process. If the cultures 
are in contradiction, you’re approach will be 
more consistent with an acquisition regardless 
of the financial or structural arrangement of the 
two combining organizations. 

Assuming the two cultures are strong and 
compatible and that you desire the greatest 
buy-in from individuals on both sides of the 
merger, you’re best served to create something 
unique which leverages the best of both worlds. 
The objective in this case should be to create a 
new shared identity. 

We’ve found that the following three 
elements are critical in creating the glue that will 
fuse the merging cultures together.
Importance of Core Values

In creating the strategy it will be important 
to place strong emphasis on uncovering and 
defining the core values held by the merged 
organization. What’s more, invest the time 
to define and clearly articulate the behaviors 
associated with demonstrating each of the 
core values. This is a step that is often missed 
by organizations and one that provides great 
clarity for the entire organization as it looks to 
live the cultural values. 
Use of Cultural Sparkplugs

Peter Drucker is often credited with the 
quote, “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” 
We see the best results from organizations 
that are intentional about their culture in the 
strategic planning process. For starters, 
these organizations get input throughout their 

strategic planning process from what we 
call their “cultural sparkplugs.” These are the 
individuals in the organization that are known 
for making things happen. They’re the unofficial 
leaders that people follow regardless of their 
position or title. 

Engaging these “sparkplugs” from each 
of the merging organizations will give you 
great insight to similarities and differences in 
how they view the current reality and desired 
future. You will also reap benefits from this 
group of leaders driving the strategy down 
into the organization demonstrating a unified 
commitment to the strategy. 
Create and Share the Narrative

Craft the organization’s narrative and share 
it as a common practice with employees. Your 
narrative will include historical elements of 
the merged organizations with key milestones 
including challenges and victories. It will include 
the core purpose of the organization, learning 
that has taken place, strategies that have been 
implemented, and a vision for the future. 

Culture happens. Great culture only happens 
with great energy and focus. Merging two 
cultures requires even greater effort and can 
result in an even greater culture. Remember 
to first decide if you will create a new shared 
identity from the merging organizations. 
Second, be intentional about developing culture 
through your strategic planning process and 
anchor your culture to your core values by 
clearly articulating the behaviors associated 
with each of the values. Finally, enjoy the 
process of formalizing and consistently sharing 
the organization’s narrative. You will build 
something beautiful.

 by: Sam Smith

sam.smith@ 
proutyproject.com

The Glue in  
Merging Cultures

Successful M&A  
Starts Long Before  
the Negotiation Table

As the CEO of DLR Group, 

a global, integrated 

design firm founded in 

1966, Griff Davenport 

has been instrumental in 

driving growth of the firm’s 

markets and expanding its 

geographic footprint both 

nationally and overseas.

You need to have a lot of poles in the water to ensure a 
steady flow of fish in the boat. 
We thought we’d pursue one firm, finalize it, and move on to the next deal. 
We learned quickly that pursuing potential mergers and acquisitions is not a 
linear process. We found one might hit, another might not, and still others may 
take years to develop. This realization has really paid off for us over the years. 
In fact, we’ve come to understand M&A is a lot like fishing. While you have to 
commit to a set of targets and specific strategies, “the more poles you have in 
the water, the greater your chances of catching a fish.” Today, we may have up 
to 4-5 acquisition candidates in play at any time.

LESSON

01
Don’t be afraid to say NO.  
You may not believe this, but we can generally tell if a deal is possible in the first 
meeting. We are great at probing whether potential acquisition candidates are 
really serious about transitioning the value they’ve created to the combined firm 
or simply interested in cashing out for their retirement. 

We listen hard for their reaction to our proposals of significant earn-out fees, and 
we gauge their interest in staying around to build the next generation of leaders. 
If we don’t get enthusiastic responses to these questions, we’re not afraid to go 
with our initial gut instinct and avoid spending a lot of institutional time pursuing 
deals that will never work.

LESSON

02

The transaction is the easiest part of the deal.
The due diligence work, the completion of the many contracts, and the transfer 
of money or stock is actually the easiest part of the deal. The heavy lifting is 
in our ability to secure key employees and successfully integrate the business 
practices and culture of the newly combined company. This takes time. We tend 
to follow this timetable: 

• Year 1: Don’t break the business we’ve just purchased. 

• Year 2: Full immersion and integration of key leaders and employees. 

• Year 3: Full adoption of business practices and culture.  

Be patient, and know that it will take time to integrate the acquired company into 
the larger organization. 

LESSON

03

Integration is a two-way street.

As the leader of an M&A it’s important to understand your position in the 
process. When a transaction is announced, the employees’ first thoughts are 
“What does this mean for me?” “How will my insurance change?” “Who do I 
report to?” “How do I get an expense report paid?” “I was in line for a promotion 
and raise next month, is that still happening?” And hundreds of other questions. 
As the leader, you have already processed all of those questions, developed the 
solutions, and moved on. It’s important to come back to the pack and make sure 
you work through those issues with employees. 

I believe you have to counsel with your existing executives who may be 
wondering how the merger or acquisition transaction could impact their future 
roles and responsibilities in the company. They need to be advocates for the 
transaction. Creating a little unrest or discomfort is ok, but a lot of angst is not. 

I spend considerable time listening to our executives and sharing my thoughts 
with them to ensure they understand how they fit into the new organization. We 
also create opportunities for the new executives to spend time with our executive 
team to really get to know each other. We’ve found it works really well when we’re 
intentional about these conversations and provide an actual roadmap for both 
groups to find their way into the combined organization. 

LESSON

04

LEADERSHIP PATIENCE


